The sound of feet hitting the damp pavement echoed flatly off the buildings in the cool night air as he ran and his heavy breath filled the spaces in between. He stepped on a small wall and grabbed the wrought iron fence behind it as he flung his legs over and into the bushes. His chest burned as he forced his breathing slow and quiet despite the blood pounding in his ears. More flat echoes arose and he held his breath to watch shadows pass the leaves, trying not to panic as the harder footsteps came to a stop too short a way down the street.
“Where did he go?”

“I don’t know.”

“We can’t let him get away.”

“Whose fault would that be?”

“Just go back and make sure we didn’t miss him hiding someplace. You check around the block and we’ll head for that clinic they like to run to. Go!”

The footsteps resumed as his lungs begged for air, most of them heading away, but one set passed his hiding place again, slowing and irregular, scuffing and tapping, wandering as a shadow passed over the leaves. Every muscle tightened, prepared to spring away, as his brain struggled to remain conscious without oxygen, but the shadow passed and the scuffling, searching footsteps faded back the way they came. Air returned to his lungs in a gasp and his mind welcomed it, but his stomach responded differently to the relief and he lurched to throw up against the back of the wall.
---

The insistent beeping broke through what was a decent dream and she groaned as she reached for her phone and forced her eyes to focus on the message on the too-bright screen. “Again?” She threw aside the covers and grabbed some clothes as quickly as she could while groggily opening the video playback for the triggered alarm. 

A man she, unfortunately, recognized pounded on the glass front door with another man and a woman standing behind him. They seemed surprised when the glass shattered, but that didn’t stop them from going inside.
“Dammit. And you’re not going to pay to fix that, are you Mr. self-righteous slaver?” She shoved her feet in her junk shoes and grabbed her keys as she rushed out the door. Her phone rang as she got in her car and she put it on speaker then tossed it on the passenger seat.”

“Mrs. …”

“Yes, I see it. Are the police on their way? I should be there in about ten minutes and somebody needs to catch them before I introduce their face to my bat!”
“Ma’am, I must caution you against endangering yourself or causing bodily harm in defense of property.”

“It’s not about property. They’re hunting people and think I’m hiding them. I don’t care if they call it ‘reclaiming property’ they don’t have the right to break into my clinic in their bigoted pursuit. This is the same arsehole that threatened me in front of my patients two months ago because he thought one of them belonged to him and the police told me to just let it go. I’m not letting it go this time. They’ve screwed up and need to be punished and I’m going to give them some of the punishment they lay on my patients.” She grunted as she sped around a corner, ignoring the stop sign.

“Ma’am, I’ll remind you that these calls are recorded.”

“And the cameras in the clinic are about to record me scoring ten runs on their heads. Get the…” Another hard turn pulled her focus for a moment. “Get the police there to arrest them or me, I don’t care anymore.”

“Ma’am, you run a clinic, right? Who will take care of your patients if you go to jail?”

She grunted and growled in frustration as her rage fought desperately against reason, compassion, and self-preservation.

“Ma’am?”

“Fine.” She noticed flashing lights coming toward her as she reached the last turn in far less than ten minutes. “Looks like the police are going to make it in time to save them, anyway.” She stopped hard in front of the broken glass door and grabbed her phone then reached under her seat to pull out a cricket bat.

“Good. Now just stay back and let them do their jobs. Okay, ma’am?”

 She opened the door to get out and slammed it as she focused on the door of her clinic. “Not likely. I’m not giving them a chance to buddy up with the cops and slime their way out of this.” Her shoes crunched on broken glass as two police cars pulled up around hers.
“Stop! Drop the weapon!” Two police officers pointed their guns at her and waited for her to comply as two more got out of their vehicle.
“This is my clinic! Are you going to get in there and get them or do I have to?”
“Put the weapon down!”

She slammed the bat to the ground. “There, now go get them!”

“Get down on the ground.”

“Are you kidding?” She looked at the four officers still pointing guns at her and grunted in resignation then carefully stepped away from the broken glass to slowly lie down on the damp sidewalk. “I can show you the video of them breaking in.”
One officer kicked the bat away, then knelt to pat her down as the other three headed inside.

Her phone started beeping again. “And that’ll be them running out the back door.”

“Alright ma’am, you can stand up.”

She grunted more in frustration than strain as she pushed herself to her feet.

“Please step over to the vehicle until they clear the building.”

Pulling out her phone, she brought up the security app and saw the back-door alarm as she expected. “They’re long gone. See?” She held her phone up.

“You said you have video of them breaking in?” The officer kept watching the door as the others made their way back.
“Yeah, just a sec.” She brought up the lobby camera and scrolled back to the man pounding on the door. “Here they are. The view will get perfectly clear when they break the door and walk in.”

The officer nodded to his colleague, then took her phone to watch the video. “Hm. You can send this to me?”

“The security company will pack up high-quality clips and shots related to this incident and get it to me by morning. I can include the packages from the other times they harassed us, too.”

“Your lawyer can use those, but we just need this incident.” He gave her phone back and pulled a card from a pocket. “Here’s my card and instructions for submitting evidence are on the back. You say you know who they are?”
She snorted her disgust, “Yeah, Martin…”

“One moment.” He clicked his pen and scribbled a little on the corner of his pad. “Okay, Martin?”

“Yeah, Martin Kanaber is the big arse that broke the window, and his sister, Drissy, is the fat…” she stopped herself and cleared her throat, “His sister, Drissy, is the woman and the other is probably her son, but I never got his name.”
“Martin Kanaber, Drissy Kanaber…”

“I don’t know if she’s Kanaber.”

The officer scratched through the name on his pad. “Is there anything else you can tell us?”

“Well, he works for Dannish Home Services, and abuses morphs.”

“And your clinic serves morphs.”

“Yes, that’s why he keeps harassing us. He beats them till they run away, then blames me because they feel safe with me.”
“Mhm. So, we’ll escort you inside to document any damage or theft.”

She watched the other pair of officers pull away then sighed as she headed inside.

“What is your name, ma’am?”

“Dr. Anje… wait a moment.” She stepped to the counter and took a card from the stand. “I’m Dr. Anjela Milwaí and this is my clinic. Most of our patients are morphs and slaves of local families. They depend on us.”
“Ma’am, slavery is illegal. Be careful with your accusations. Morphs are legally man-made property.”

Anjela scowled, “I know what the law says, but it’s wrong and it will be changed.”

The officer sighed, “Until then, we have to enforce the laws as they are now.”

“I know. And that means arresting the criminals that broke into my clinic. They broke the locks on every door!” Dr. Milwaí screamed in frustration.

“Ma’am, is there any more damage?” 

“I…” She hurried past the exam rooms to her office. “They turned over my desk!”

The officer walked down the hall writing in his pad.

Anjela turned around and went for the storage hall toward the exit, “They didn’t get into the drugs, but they cut into a bunch of supplies we will have to replace.” She pulled the emergency door to latch then turned to the front when she heard a commotion.

The officer held out a hand and put his hand on his gun as he led back up the hall.

“Anje?! Are you alright?”

“It’s my husband.” Dr. Milwaí tried to push past the officer, but he held her back.
The other officer called through the door, “Ma’am, do you know this man?”
“He’s my husband! He’s Dr. Rade Milwaí.”

The officer outside let go of Rade’s wrists as they came out.

“I think we need to get copies of your IDs.”

“Are we the criminals now?” Anjela sneered.

“No, ma’am, but we still need your information for our report.”

“Relax, Anje. We’re fine.” Rade wrapped his arms around his wife.

She sighed and hugged him back, “I know. I’m just so… so…” She grunted her frustration. “How can they get away with doing this?”

“Ma’am, we need your IDs.”

“Right.” They pushed apart to pull out their licenses to give to the officers who took pictures of them and gave them back.

“So, we’ll file this and a detective will get in touch with you.”

“That’s it?” Anje scoffed.

“That’s all for us. We have to get back on patrol, but the detective will continue the investigation and make any arrests.”
“They’re doing their job, love.” Rade put his hand on her shoulder.

“What about the door?” She put her hand on his and looked at the officers.

“That’s up to you and your insurance company.” The officer put his pad in his pocket and looked to his partner. 

“Ugh, I wasn’t even thinking about having to deal with that.” Anjela groaned.

“It’ll be alright. Nancy’s nice, remember?” Rade patted her back as he pulled his hand away to dial his phone.

The officer sighed as his partner got in the car, “I don’t think they will be coming back tonight, but we will be in the area if you dial 911.”
“Do you think they will be arrested soon?”

“There seems to be plenty of evidence with that video, but it’s out of my hands now. I'll remind you that if you assault them, I will have to arrest you, so wait for the police to arrive next time. Good luck with your insurance and have a good night.”

She watched in some disbelief as the officer got in the car and they drove away.

“Anje, Craig says someone is on their way to help us secure the clinic. Do you want to talk to him?”

“Not right now.” She kicked some broken glass as she walked back inside. She picked up a chair and set it right. “I just hope we can get this cleaned up in time to open.”

“You can’t worry about that right now.”
“I have to. There’s no place else around here that our patients can go. They’re not welcome at the emergency room. We have to be open.”

Rade walked in and put his hand on her shoulder again, “Alright. I know. We’ll get it cleaned up.”

She sighed and turned to her husband, “You have to work tomorrow.”

“So do you. I’m not leaving you tonight.” He rubbed her arm then laughed. “Craig’s staying, too.”

---

“Got away? No. You’re still looking. He wasn’t in the clinic, so he’s still out there somewhere.” Martin looked at the bloody scratches on the side of his hand and grunted his frustration.
“We’ve been everywhere.”
“Then check everywhere again! That damn throp can get us all in an assload of trouble. I am not going to take the heat for this. Get back there and find him!” Martin pointed toward the street. “And take Kent with you!”

Kent groaned, “Why do I have to be out here?”

Drissy glared at her son, “Because I said so and because our livelihood depends on it. Just go!”
Kent scowled and headed for the street.

“Why do you give yer mom so much trouble? You know we gotta get this throp. If he gets gone, them others might get some ideas.”

“That’s not what they’re worried about.”
“What do you know about it? We gotta keep these throps dumb.”

Kent smirked, “What do you know about dumb, Carl?”

“I know plenty. I been watchen yer uncle, so I know how to handle these things.”
“You couldn’t handle your own ‘thing’.” Kent reached through the fence and pulled a stick off the bush to hit the fence with.

“I can handle any ‘thing’ you can think of. Unlike you, I’m gonna watch and learn how to do everything in this business, then I’m gonna be in charge someday and I’ll really show these dumb throps where they belong.”
Kent swatted the fence as they walked along it and grumbled to himself, “Carl, you’re too dumb to realize how dumb you are.”

“What was that?” Carl stopped and turned around, “You best learn how to speak to me. I’m gonna be yer boss someday and if you keep talkin like that yu’ll be gettin the same as the throps.”
Kent stopped paying attention when he noticed the eyes staring back at him from the bush. He knew what he was looking at and he knew what was looking at him. 

“Is you listenin to me?”

He looked at Carl, wondering if the moron had noticed anything.

“I’m older than you, so I’m in charge now and if you don’t stop acting like a kid, I’m gonna start treatin ya like yer dad.”

Kent stared into Carl’s eyes and blindly shoved the stick through the fence.

“That’s right. Man up and let’s go find this stupid throp.” Carl pointed sternly at Kent’s nose then turned and headed down the street.

Kent looked back at the bush. He didn’t see the eyes anymore, but he noticed some fur between the leaves and smiled.

“Come on, idiot, you won’t find him standing there.”

He smirked and touched the fence before following, “Nope, not finding him here.”
---

The paint on the wall was off-white. The baseboard and trim were white. It was easier to notice up close, laying on the polished pine wood floor. She also noticed the drop of blood and quickly pulled out a rag to wipe it up, then clean her nose. As the ringing faded from her ears, she could hear that he was still talking to her. She tried to listen carefully, so she wouldn't miss anything and make another mistake, but his voice still sounded muffled and distant. She felt him grab the back of her blouse and scrambled to stand up quickly. His face was that mix of rage and disappointment that was so familiar.

"Are you listening to me? I try to be patient with you, but you make it so difficult. We invested a lot of money in you, but if you're not going to do what you're told, I have no problem selling you to some hunters to use as sport."

She couldn't help reacting to the fear that filled her at that thought and he smiled his snide satisfaction as his voice became cool and condescending.

"Now. Clean up the mess and remember what I tell you next time. I'm going to finish getting ready and you still have work to do.”

She didn’t dare to move until he had left the foyer, then knelt down to pick up what she had dropped. She was glad that she wasn’t holding anything breakable this time, so she didn’t have to worry about a second beating. She shook out the pillow covers and examined them carefully for any spots of dirt of blood then draped them over her arm. Fortunately, they all seemed to be presentable, because she didn’t have another set of Tuesday’s design.

“You’re still here?” He seemed angrier than when he left just a moment ago. “Your laziness has already made me late. You don’t want me to come home today and find out anything’s not done.” He grabbed her chin and pulled her closer. “Things could be a lot worse for you. I picked you because I liked your look, but you have not lived up to my expectations. I know some people that would have some other ideas of what to do with you that you might not like as much.”

She felt his hot breath in her nostrils and the sting of his minty mouthwash and forced herself to not pull away.

He snorted and smirked, “Don’t even think I’m interested in that with you. It won’t save you. Get back to work.” He shoved her nose and she stumbled back against the wall.

She watched him leave and stared at the door for a while until she felt something wet on her lip. She touched her lip and looked at the blood on her finger then looked down to see a spot of blood on one of the pillow covers and panicked. She pulled the rag from her pocket to cover her nose and looked around for someplace to set down the covers, but then the doorbell rang and she panicked again. She hugged the covers to her chest and opened the door to see a well-dressed raccoon morph smiling at her.

“Good morning, ma’am. My name is Trent Lyra.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Gordon just left.” She started to close the door, but he put his hand on it.

“Yes, I know. I watched him get in his car and leave.” He stepped into the doorframe and lowered his voice. “I’m here to speak with you.”

“I… I don’t…”

“Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble. In fact, I’m here to get you out of trouble.”

“W-what do you mean? If I’m not in trouble, what trouble are you getting me out of?”

He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and offered it to her. “Your nose is bleeding. Do you want to talk about that trouble?”

She ignored his offer and covered her lip with the rag. “It’s nothing.”

“Julip, abuse is not nothing. I can offer you a way out.”

“Out of what? I live here.”

“This isn’t living. Why did he give you a bloody nose this time?”

“I-it was my fault. I should have kept out of his way and gotten my work done.”

He frowned and sighed, “That shouldn’t get you hurt. I can take you to a place where you won’t have to worry about getting hit again.”

She stepped back and tried to close the door again. “No, no. I’ve heard about others running away and being killed for it. I won’t do it.”

Trent stepped inside, “What will he do when he sees those sheets?”

Julip pulled the pillow covers away from her chest and looked at the spot of blood. “I-I can fix it. I can…”

“And what about the next thing that upsets him? What about the time that he gets so mad that he breaks your arm or kills you?”

“He would never do that.”

“Of course he wouldn’t mean to; he doesn’t want to break his property, but he also considers you replaceable, disposable.”

“I’m not…” She remembered Mr. Gordon’s threat from just a moment ago and wondered how serious he was about sending her to ‘worse’. He was good to her, but he was also bad, and she was scared of worse. She was also scared of not knowing where else she could go. What could this strange raccoon that was now watching her think offer her? “I don’t want to die.”
Trent smiled, “Then let’s get you out of here.”

She looked at the pillow covers on her arm then back into the house. “What about the kids?”
“They’re his kids, not yours. They’ll be okay.”
She stared at the covers again, trying to find the answer to her indecision.

He put his hand on her shoulder, “Julip, you are going to be okay, too.”

She looked at his hand, then at his face, “How do you know my name?”

He smiled comfortingly, “We’ve been planning this for a while. When you walk out this door, you’ll be safe with us until you’re free.”
Julip dropped the covers.

Trent pushed the door open and ushered her out, closing the door behind her.

